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RUSSELL LAFAYETTE CECIL, M\I.D.

By WALSH McDERMOTT, M.D.

Russell LaFayette Cecil died on June 1, 1965 at the age of eighty-three.
He had been active right up to the time of his death as the Consulting
MIedical Director of the Arthritis Foundation, which he had helped to found
almost thirty years ago.

Dr. Cecil graduated from Princeton University cumii laude in 1902 and
received his M.D. froml the AMledical College of Virginia four years later.
His name was extremely well known to the students of the nineteen-
twenties and nineteen-thirties because of his monograph with Dr. Francis
Blake on studies in experilmental pneumonia that resulted from the Surgeon
General's Commission that studied pneumonia fromWiAorld War I. Dr.
Cecil continued this interest in pneumonia and was one of the pioneers in
the use of serum therapy for this disease. Along with an interest in pncumo-
coccal pneumonia ran an interest in arthritis, a field in which he was prin-
cipally preoccupied in the later decades of his life.
Our feelings about the man have been expressed in his eulogy, in which

it was stated in part;

This urbane and witty man we knew as a cosmopolitan, was the product of the
post-hellium South yet he always refused to be a traditionalist.
He was a modern man when he graduated from Princeton more than sixty

years ago, and he stayed modern all the way.
Buit every now and then he would reveal "the persistence of the past," in some

of the oldfashioned values he cherished.
In book publishing, whenever a new edition of a work is brought out, it is

necessary to destroy-quite literally to chop up-the remaining copies of the
old one.

Whenever Russ would think of this happening to his book, he would be fifled
all over again with a sense of outrage.

Not outrage because it was his book but outrage that any book could be sub-
jected to such vandalism. For deep within him was that old attitude derived from
our frontier days that a book-any book-as a product of man's intellectual
creativity was something very precious and not a thing to be destroye(d by any man
or group of men.
And it was in that same spirit of respect for creativity that he made himself a

Greek classicist, a poet, and an artist.
If his scientific and professional life had been limited to his accomplishments in

the laboratory and at the bedside, he would have had a most distinguished career
but, as we all know, it turned out to be something far more than that.

For, forty years ago he had an original idea that without question made him the
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best known American physician in the world; and known for something of the
intellect.
He reasoned that if the expertise of our country's finest physicians could be

properly fused into one book, an instrument would he (reate( that coul he put
into the hands of physicians everywhere to help them in their task.
He ma(le a success of this idea-a success far greater than he had dreamed.
Today his book, and the later ones like it, have heen institutionalized and hence

no longer represent that personalized form of creativxity that was his.
But forty years ago it was an act of personal creativity to identify who could

do things best; to get them to do it; and to fuse the pieces into the whole.
And his uncanny ability to note the strengths in others, stoo(1 him in very

good stead in this work.
This act of creativity hadl an immense effect in helping to turn medical students

into better physicians, and they are deeply grateful, as can be seen hy the whole
flood of letters from physicians young and o0l( on the announcement of his death.

But his creativit had an even wider impact for, all over the world in in-
numerable single crucial incidents, what he did enabled some physician to be
guided to the correct action for the benefit of a sick patient.

Thus forty years ago, Russell Cecil forge(d one of the most important of our
instruments whereby we could follow that sacred principle of our Judao-Christian
culture-that the creativity of all men should be used for the individual-for the
good of the one man who needs it.


